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Introduction 


The battle between the puritans and the so- 


phisticates is never ending. At certain stages of 


eultural development the worldly wise are in the 


ascendent in the literary world, as they were in 


the, Restoration and after the first World War. Yet 


those with a more sober view of life are never sub- 
cil . 


: merged, even when they are overshadowed. The court 


of the restored Charles gave full play to the in- 
urs 


uf 


fo 
rs 


delicacy of Rochester, Dryden, and their circles, 
but most of their contemporaries were probably more 


content to read George Herbert, Quarles, Baxter, and 


. Bunyan. Though the fashionable and urbane remained 7 


dominant in letters through the age of Dryden; the 
forces of morality were rallying, and after 1688 the, 


’ eourt (with which Blackmore was connected) threw its 


weight on the side of virtue. Jeremy Collier «sas 
but the most important voice of a great movement, 
destined to have its effect on literature. 


“Sir Richard Blackmore contributed his share to 


" the growing wave of bourgeois morality, which in the 


jem century was. reflected in the middle-class appeal 
/ of Addison. and Steel, Lillo's London Merchant, and 
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2 
Richardson's almost feminine plea for virtue reward- 


ed. <A physician, Blackmore had turned to poetry 


for relaxation and composed his soporific eples, by 


his own admission, in the coffee-houses and in his 
coach while visiting patients. In the. Preface, to 
Prince Arthur (1695) the city Bard took occasion to 
flay the Wits of the day for their immorality ,. an 
attack which he followed up in 1697 with the, Pre ace 
to King Arthur, whose thinly disguised political ‘al- 
legory won him a knighthood. Up to this. point the 
Wits had treated him with amused scorn, but when he 
called his big guns into action in the Satyr Sgainst 
Wit (dated 1700 but issued late. in 1699) the Wits, 
set out. to. erush him for once and all. ‘ Commendatory 
Verses on the ‘Author of the Iwo Arthurs ‘and the 
Satyr against Wit (1700), the reply, was far from 
commendatory. Edited by. Tom Brown and sponsored by 


_ Christopher Codrington, this misce|lany attempted 


in scurrilous and often bad verse to laugh the 


tion lies in the list of contributors, among whom... 


and probably Jobn Dennis. , Blackmore's supporters \ 


Knight out of Literary existence. Its main distinc- 


‘7, 
were Sir Charles Sedley, ‘Richard Steele, Tom Brown, ” 


answered Conmendatory Verses with Piscommendatory . 


\ 


1 


| 


. 3 
Verses on Those Which are Truly Commendato , on the 
Author of the Two Arthurs, and the Satyr against Wit 
(1700). It is not at all certain that Blackmore 


emerged second best in this exchange of blows in the 


-miscellanies. At any rate, unabashed he went on to 


write more epics on Elizabeth, Aifred,. Job, and’ ‘to 
npy himself a. doubtful immortality oy being pillo- 


aepea in Popets Dunciad. 


ie 


/ 


Throughout his writings Blackmore : has’ a.good 
deal to say about Wit, and much about the ‘abuse of’ 
it. While Swift in the Tale of a Tub scolds “the 
Wits for their addiction: to nonsense and irreligion, 
Blackmore goes still further in the Satyr, seeing | 
Wit as something which, in common practice, is evil 
and vicious, to be eradicated as quickly as possible. 
It is the enemy of virtue and religion (in the. Pre- 
face to Creation, 1712, he links it with atheism), a 


form of insanity, in ‘opposition to ‘Right Reason’, 
and the ‘seducer of young men. Combatting its iniqui- 


ties, Blackmore proposes to. set up a ‘Bank and Mint 


7 of Wit to assure that it will be refined ‘and puri- | 


ie 


‘fled. By. this process, the works “of. Dryden, Con- 


sereve, Southerne, Wycherley, Garth, and Vanbrugh | 


iezeel be ‘melted down to separate” ‘the: ‘sludge: from the 


y : 


\ 
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pure metal. in the Nature of Man (1711) he takes a 
more kindly attitude towards Wit and pairs it with 
Sense, Reason, Genius, and even Piety. While he is 
moderate in his denunctation of Wit in the Essay up- 
on Wit, he does insist that even at its best it can 
never be noble. Wit is harmful, he states, because | 
it is often employed in immoral subjects, raillery, ' 
ridicule, and satire. 1t is chiefly useful as orna- 
mentation: "The Addition of Wit to Proper Subjects, 
is like the artful Improvement of the Cook, who by 
his exquisite Sauce gives to a plain Dish, a pleas-* 
ant and unusual Relish", 

Addison's Freeholder essay (No. 45) was in- 
spired by Blackmore's Essay upon Wit, to which he 
paid a compliment in his opening remarks (much to 
the disgust of Swift, who accused him of double- 
dealing). Although Addison had praised Blackmore's 
Creation warmly in the Spectator No. 339, he had not 
always been friendly, for earlier Blackmore had 
sneered at Addison in the Satyr against Wit, a jibe 
that drew Steele's reply in Commendatory Verses, 

Blackmore's Essay upon Wit appeared in his 
Essays upon Several Subjects; the one-volume first 
edition of this work was published in 1716 and was 


followed by the second edition, in two volumes, the 
following year. The present reprint is from the 
first edition. The 1716 Freeholder No. 45 here re- 
produced is from the edition of 1758. Both copies 


are owned by the University of Michigan. 


Richard C. Boys 


University of Michigan 
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HE Inclinations of Men, in 
this their degenerate State, 
carry them with great Force 
to thofe -oluptuous Objects, 
that pleafe their Appetites 
and gratify their Senfes; and which not 
only by their carly Acquaintance and Fa- 
miliarity, but as they are adapted to the 
prevailing Inftinéts of Nature, are more 
eftcem’d and purfu’d chan all other Satif- 
factions. As thofe inferior Enjoyments, 
that only affect the Organs of the Body 
are chiefly coveted, fo next to thefe, 
that 
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that fight and facetious Qualiteation of 
the Mind, shat diverrs rhe Hearers and is 
Proper 40 produce Mirth and Alacrity, 
has, t af] Ages, by the greateft Part of 
Manbisd, been adimir’d and applauded, 
No Produftions of Human Underftand. 
ing are receiv’d with fuch a general Plea- 
fure and Approbation, as thofe that abound 
with Wit and Humour, on which the 
People fet a greater Value, than on the 
wifeft and sioft mfrudive Ditcourfes, 

ence a pleafant Man is always carefs'd 
above a wife one, aid Ridicule and Satyr, 
that entertain the Laughers, often put fo. 
lid Rearon and uleful Science out of Coun: 
tenance. The wanton Temper of the Na- 
tion has been gratify’d fo long with the 
high Seafonings of Wit and Raillery in 
Writing and Converfatios, that now al- 
moft all Things that are not accommoda- 
ted to their Relifh by a ftrong Infufion 
of thofe Ingredients, ‘are rejeCted as the 
heavy and. infipid Performances of Men 
of a plain Underftanding and meer Ma- 
fters ot Senfe. 


Since the Power of Wit is fo preva- 
lent, and has obtain’d {uch Efteem and 
Popularity, that a Man endow’d witlt 
this agreeable Quality, is by many laok’d 
On as a Heavenly Being, if compar’d with 

others, 
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others, who have nothing but Learning 
and. a clear arguing Head; it will be worth 
the while to fearch into its Nature, and 
examine its Ufefulnefs, and take a View 
of thofe fatal Effects which ie produces, 
when it happens to be mifapply’d. 


Tuo perhaps the Talent which we call 
Wit, like thatof Humour, is as clearly uns 
derftood by its fimple Term, as by the 
moft labour’d Defcription; an Argument 
or which is this, That many ingenious 
Perfons, by their unfuccefsful Effays to ex- 
plain it, have rather obfcur'd than illuftra- 
ted its Idea; I will notwithftanding ad 
venture to give the Definition of it, which 
tho.it may fall fhote of Perfection, yet I 
imagine, will come nearer toit, than any 
that has yet appear’d. Wut is a Qualifi 
sation of the Mind, that raifes and enlivens 
cold Sentiments and plain Propofitsons, by 
giving them an elegant and furprizing Turn. 


It is evident, that Wit cannot effen- 
tially confift in the Juftnefs and Propriety 
of the Thoughts, that is, the Conformity 
of our Conceptions to the Obje&ts we con- 
ceive; for this is the Definition of Truth, 
when taken in a Phyfical Senfe ; nor in 
the Purity of Words and Expreffion, for 
this may be eminent in the Cold, Didact- 
ic 
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ick Stile, and in the correct Writers of 
Hiftory and Philofophy: But Wit is. that 
which imparts Spirit to our Conceptions 
and Didction, hy giving them a lively 
and novel, and therefore an agreeable 
Form: And thus its Nature is limited and 
diverfify'd from all other intelle€tual En. 
dowments. Wit therefore is the Accom. 
plifhment of 4 warm, fptightly, add fer: 
tile Imagination; enrich’d with great Va- 
riety of proper Ideas; which active Prin. 
ciple is however under the Direction of 
a regular Judgment, that takes care of the 
Choice of juft and fuitable Materials, pre- 
fcrihes to the lighter Faculties the due 
Bounds of their Sport and Ativity, and 
affilts and guides them, while they im- 
print on the Conceptions of the Mind their 
peculiar and delightful Figures. The Ad- 
dition of Wit to proper Suhjeéts, is like 
the artful Improvement of the Cook, who 
by his exquifite Sauce gives toa plain 
Difh, a pleafant and unufual Relifh. A 
Man of this Charafter works on. fimple 
Propofitions a rich Embroidery of Flow- 
ets and Figures, and imitates the curious 
Artift, who ftuds and inlays his prepar’d 
Steel with Devices of Gold and Silver. 
ut Wit is not only the Improvement of 
a plain Piece by intelle€tual Enameling ; 
belides this, it animates and warms.a cold 
Senfi 
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Sentirnent, and makes it glow with Life 
and Vigor; and tliis it effects, as is ex- 
prefs’'d in the laft Part of the Definition, 
by giving it an elegant and furprizing 
Turn. It always conveys the Thought of 
the. Speaker or Writer cloath’d in a pleas 
fing, but foreign Drefs, in which it never 
appear’d to the Hearer hefore, who how- 
ever had been long acquainted with 1c; 
and this Appearance in the Hahit of a 
Stranger mu(t be admirahle, fince Surprize 
naturally arifes from Novelty, as Delighe 
and Wonder refult from Surprize ; which 
I have more fully explain’d in the former 


Effay. 


As to its efficient Caufe ; Wit owes its 
Production to an extraordinary and pecu- 
iar Temperament in the Confticution of 
the Poffeffors of it, in which is found a 
Concurrence of regular and exalted Fer 
tents, and an Affluence of Animal Spirits 
refin'’d and rectify’d to a great degree of 
Purity; whence being endow’d with Vi- 
vacity, Brightnefs and Celerity, as well in 
their Reflexions as dire€t Motions, they 
become proper Inftruments for the fpright- 
ly Operations of the Mind: by which 
means the Imagination can with great Fas 
cility tange.the wide Field of Nature, con- 

| template an infinite Variety of Objects, and 
O b 
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by obferving the Similitude and Difagree- 
ment of their feveral Qualities, fingle out 
and abftra&t, and then fuit and unite thofe 
Ideas, which will beft ferve its purpofe. 
Hence beautiful Allufions, furprizing Me- 
taphors and admirable Sentiments are al- 
ways ready at hand: And while the Fancy 
is full of Images colle&ted from innumer- 
able Obje€ts and their different Qualities, 
Relations and Habitudes, it can at plea- 
fure drefs a common Notion in a {trange, 
but becoming Garb ; by which, as before 
obferv’d, the fame Thought will appear 
a new one, to the great Delight and Won- 
der of the Hearer. What we call Genius 
refults from this particular happy Com- 
plexion in the firft Formation of the Per- 
fon that enjoys it, and is Nature’s Gift, 
but diverfify’d by various fpecifick Chara- 
Gers and Limitations, as its ative Fire is 
blended and allay’d by different Propor- 
tions of Phlegm, or reduc’d and regulated 
by the Contraft of oppofite Ferments. 
Therefore as there happens in the Com- 
pofition of a facetious Genius a greater or 
lefs, tho ftill an inferior degree of Judg- 
ment and Prudence, and diferent Kinds of 
Inftincts and Paffions, one Man of Wit 
will be vary’d and diitinguifh’d from ano- 
ther. That Diftinction that feems com- 
mon to Perfons of this Denomination, is 

an 


upon Wr. 195 
an inferior Degree of Wifdom and Difcje- 
tion; and tho thefe two Qualities, Wit 
and Difcretion, are almeoft incapable of a 
friendly Agreement, and will not, but 
with great Difficulty, be work’d together 
and incorporated in the Conftitution of 
any Individual ; yet this Obfervation is not 
fo confpicuous in any, as in thofe, whofe 
native Complexion comes the neareft to a 
Subverfion and Abfence of Mind, tho it 
fhould never degenerate into that diftem- 
per’d Elevation of the Spirits: Nothing is 
more common, than 10 fee Perfons oi this 
Clafs always Think Right, and always Act 
Wrong; admirable for the richnefs, deli- 
cacy, and brightnefs of their Imaginations, 
and at the fame Time to be pity’d for 
their want of Prudence and common Senfe ; 
abounding with excellent Maxims and 
inftructive Sentiments, which liowever are 
not of the leaft Ufe to themfelves in the 
Conduét of their Lives. And hence it is 
certain, that tho the Gentlemen of a plea- 
fant and witty Turn of Mind often make 
the induftrious Merchane, and grave Per- 
fons of all Profetfions, the Subjects of their 
Raillery, and expofe them as ttupid Crea- 
tures, not fupportable in good Company ; 
yet thefe in their Turn believe they have 
as great aright, as indeed they have, to 
reproach the others for want of Induftry,’ 

O2 good 
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good Senfe, and regular Oeconomy, much 
more valuable Talents than thofe, which 
any mere Wit can boaft of ; and therefore 
wife Parents, who from a tender Concern 
for the Honour and Happinefs of their 
Children, earneftly defire they may excel 
in jatelleCtual Endowments, fhould, in- 
{tead of refin’d Parts and a Genius turn’d 
for pleafant Converfation, wifh them a 
folid Underftanding and a’ Faculty of clofe 
and clear Reafoning, thefe Qualifications 
being likely to make them good Men, and 
the other only gocd Companions. 


Anp this leads to another Obfervati- 
On, namely, That Perions of facetious Ta- 
Jents and agreeable Humour, in whofe 
Temperament, Judgment, and Difcretion, 
as before obferv’d, are ufually found ina 
difproportionate Meafure, are more inclin’d 
than others to Levity and diffolute Man- 
ners: The fame {wiftnefs of Thought. 
and {prightlinefs of Imagination, that qua. 
lifics them for ingenious Convertation, 
Sports of Fancy and Comick Writing, do 
likewile give them an exquifite Tafte of 
fenfual Pleafures, and expole them to the 
prevailing Power of Tempting, tho for- 
bidden Enjoyments. The Paffions and 
Appetiies of thefe Men, from the fame 
Spring from whurce they derive their ex- 

traordi- 
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traordinary Parts, that is, a Redundancy 
of warm and lively Spirits, are more vio-: 
lent and impatient of Reftraint, than thofe 
in a cooler and lefs aftive Complexion, 
who however may be more eminent in 
the fuperior Faculties of the Mind: Hence 
it will be no wonder, that while their 
Propenfions to Pleafure are much ftronger, 
and their Reafon much weaker than thofe 
of other Men, they fhould be lefs able 
than others, to refiit the Allurements of 
criminal Delights; and this Remark is con- 
firm’d by daily Experience. How few of 
this facetious and comick Species of Men, 
carefsd and applauded for their fluning 
Parts and witty Difcourfes, efcape the Snares 
that encompa{s them, and preferve their 
Vercue and Sobriety of Manners? It too 
often happens, that a Man elevated above 
the reft by his uncommon Genius, is as 
much diftinguif’d by his extraordinary 
Immorality: And it would be well if it 
ftop’d here; but by degrees he often grows 
much worfe, by adding Impiety and Pro- 
fanenefs to Loofene{s ot Manners: For be- 
ing unable, that is, having a moral Im- 
potence of Will to reftrain his evil Pro- 
penfions and govern his vicious Appetites, 
and finding his guilty Enjoyments, at- 
tended with inward Uneafinefs and un- 
avoidable Remorfe, and being confcious 

that 


198 fn Essay 


that his irregular Life is inconfiftent with 
Safety and Happinefs in a Future State; to 
remove the troublefome Mifgivings of his 
Mind from the Apprehenfions of Guilt 
here, and rid bimfelf of the Fears of Suf. 
fcring hereafter, he at length difclaims 
the Belief of a Supream Being and a Fu. 
ture Exittence, and with much ado brings 
over his Judgment to the fide of his Paf- 
fions; ‘This ingenious Libertine, having too 
little Rrength of Reafon to fubdue his 
Appetites, and too much Wit to think, 
that if thaz be not done, he fhall efcape 
at lait Divine Punifhment, abolifhes his 
Creed for the Quiet of his Mind, and re- 
nounces iis God to preferve his Vices. 


Tue Obje&s about which Wit is ex- 
ercisd, are the common and lefs impor- 
tant Adtions of Life. It isthe Province of 
the Civil Magiftrate to make Laws againtt 
enormous Crimes and great Immoralities, 
and by punifhing Offenders, to deter Men 
from the like Tranfgreffions; but they take 
Fo notice of lower Errors, either becaufe 
they have not fuch noxious Influence on 
the State, or becaufe it is impoffible to 
forefee and enumerate their numberlefs 
Claffes, and prevent their Growth ; Where 
then the Legiflator ends, the Comick Ge- 
nius begins, and prefides ovet the low 


and 
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and ordinary Affairs and Manners of Life. 
Tt extends its Power and JurifdiGtion over 
the wide Field of inferior Faults and ri- 
diculous Follies, over the Diftri@s of In- 
difcretion, Indecency, and Impertinence, 
and is Vifitor of the Regions void of Dif- 
cipline, Politenefs, and Civility, 


W iT is employ’d in its own Province, 
when the Poffeffor of it exercifes his Ge- 
nius on the ordinary Cuftoms and Man- 
ners of Life, either in Converfation, or 
Comick Writing, It has therefore no 

lace in the Works where fevere Know- 

edge and Judgment are chiefly exercis’d ; 
thofe fuperior Produ€tions of the Under- 
ftanding muft be exprefs’d in a clear and 
ftrong manner, without intervening Strains 
of Wit or facetious Fancies, which, were 
they admitted, would appear incongruous 
and impertinent, and diminifh the Merit 
of the Writing. Hence Wit has no place 
in Hiftory, Philology, Philofophy, or in the 
greater Lyrick or Epick Poems; the two 
laft of which containing either the Praifes 
of Deities or Demi-Gods, or treating of 
lofty and illuftrious Subjects; fuch as the 
Foundation, Rife, and Revolution of King- 
doms, Commotions of State, Battles, Tti- 
umphs, folemn Embaffies, and various o- 
thet impottant A€tions of Princes and He- 
O4 toes, 
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toes, are exalted above the Sphere of Wit 
and Humour. The Strength and Dignity 
of the fublime Stile is debas’d and adul- 
terated by the foreign and improper Mix- 
ture of light Sentiments, and pretty Fan- 
cies. Thefe Sallies and Sports of the Ima- 
ination, will no more advance the Beauty 
of fuch fuperior Predu€tions, than the Ad. 
dition of glittering Tinfel and glafs Beads 
willimprove the Imperial Purple, or adorn 
the Crowns of great Monarchs. And 
therefore we fee, with what judicious Care 
Virgil has avoided this Error; how clear 
are his celebrated Writings from the leaft 
{prinkling of Wit and pleafant Conceits, 
which corrupt the Purity, debafe the Ma- 
jefty, and fully the Lultre of the greater 
Species of Poetry? And as the Gravity 
and Chaftnefs of the fublime Stile, in the 
Works laft mention’d, wll not endure the 
gay Ornaments of Fancy; fo does that 
Jight DrefS more misbecome the pious and 
wife Difcourfes, that come either from 
the Pulpit or the Prefs. Wit is fo far 
from being a Grace or Improvement of 
Divine Eloquence, that on the contrary, 
jt deftrays its Dignity, breaks its Force, 
and renders jt bafe and puerile. 


Tue End and Ufefulnefs of this inge- 
nious Qualification, is ro delight and 109 
ruct, 
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firu€t. It animates and {weetens Conver- 
fation, by raifing innocent Mirth and good 
Humour; and by this Effect ir relieves 
Domeftick Cares, revives Men of Bufinefs 
and ftudious Profeflions, and foftens the 
Afperity of morofe Difpofitions, It fuf- 
pends uneafy and anxious ‘Thoughts, dif- 
pels cloudy and fullen Melancholy, and 
by unbending and exhilerating the Minds 
of the Affembly, givesthem new Life and 
Spirit ro refume the Labour of their re- 
{pective Employments. The Exercife of 
Wit and a pleafant Genius, excels all o- 
ther Recreations. What is the Satisfacti- 
on that arifes from Country Sports, or the 
politer Diverfions of Balls and Operas, 
compar’d with the delightful Converfation 
of Men of Parts and facetious Talents ? 
Other Amufements, how agreeable foever, 
only pleafe the Body and gratify the Sen- 
fes, but this ftrikes the Imagination, touches 
the Paffions, and recreates the Intelle&tual 
Faculties. And as the Tafte of the Soul 
is more delicate and exquifire than that of 
the Body, fo mych fuperior are the Plea- 
fures of one to thofe of the other: It is 
no wonder then, that the Affemblies of 
Friends are dull and heavy, that Feafts 
and Wine are flat Entertainments, unlefs 
fome ingenious Perfons are prefent to im- 
prove their Taffe, and enliven the Come 
pany by agreeable Difcourfes. ANo- 


102 fm Essay 


ANOTHER part of the Province in 
which Wit is properly exercis’d, are in- 
genious Writings, intended to pleafe and 
improve the People; and this is more va- 
rious and extenfive than Comick Poetry, 
tho of the fame Kind ; for it takes ia nor 
only the Subjects of Prudence and De- 
cency, regular Behaviour and vertuous Aati- 
ons, but likewife the juftaefs of Human 
Sentiments and Opinions ia Points of Con- 
troverfy; of the laft, the Dialogue of 
Dr. Eachard againft Mr. Hobées is a famous 
Example, where, by great Strength and 
Solidity of Reafon, mixt with agreeable 
Wit and Raillery, he entertains aad in- 
forms the Reader, and at once expofes 
and confutcs the conceited Philofopher, 
An Inftance of the firft is, the celebrated 
Hiftory of Don Quixote, compil’d by the 
Spanifh Wit Michael de Cervantes, a Book 
fo well imagia’d, and writ with fo much 
Spirit and fine Raillery, that it effe€tually 
procur’d the Ead of the admirable Au- 
thor ; for by turning into Mirth and Ri- 
dicule the reigning Folly of Romantick 
Chivalry, and freeing the Minds of the 
People from that fafhionable Delufion, he 
broke the Force of as {trong an Enchant- 
ment, and deftroy’d as great a Monfter as 
was ever pretended to be vanguith'd by 

their 
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their imaginary Heroes. Aad many more 
Books on other moral Subjetts have been 
compos’d with much Wit and Vivacity in 
our own and foreign Countries, to expofe 
Vice and Folly, and promote Decency and 
Sobriety of Manners. But the Produtti- 
ons of this Nature, which have of late ap- 
pear’d in this Nation, whether we regard 
the juft and generous Sentiments, the fer- 
tile Invention, the Variety of Subjects, the 
{urprizing Turns of Wit and facetious 
Imagination, the genteel Satire, the Purity 
aad Propriety of the Words, and the Beau- 
ty and Dignity of the Digtion, have fur- 
pafs'd all the Produ€tions of this kind, 
thar have been publifh’d in any Age or 
Country. The Reader no doubt is be- 
fore-hand with me, and concludes, that I 
mean the Tatler and Spectator, which for 
the greateft Part, have all the PerfeCtion 
of Writing, and all the Advantages of 
Wit and Humour, that are requir’d to en- 
tettain and ijaftrué the People: And it 
muft chiefly be owing to the great De- 
pravity of Manners in thefe loofe and de- 
generate Times, that fuch worthy Perfor- 
mances have produc’d no better Effeéts. 


Burt this excellent and amiable Qua- 
lification of the Mind is too apt to be 
abus’d and perverted te ill purpotes. | in 

ea 


294 4n Essay 


ftead of being ingas’d onthe Side of Ver- 
tue, and us’d ro promote juft Norions and 
Regularity of Life, it is frequently em- 
ploy’d to expofe the maft Sacred Things, 
to turn Gravity and referv’d Behaviour in- 
to Ridicule, to keep in Countenance Vice 
and Irreligion, and with a petulant and 
unreftrain’d Liberty, to deride the Prin- 
ciples and Practices of the wifeft and bett 
of Men. The Converfation of ingenious 
Libertines generally turns’ upon Reveal’d 
Religion and the venerable Teachers of 
it; or on thofe of the Laity, who feem 
moft fincere in the Belief of Chrittianity, 
and exprefs the greateft Conformity in 
their Aétions to the Precepts of it. “No- 
thing gives fo high a Seafoning to their 
Raillery, and more improves the Tatte 
of their Jefts, than fome fharp and point- 
ed Ingredients, that wound Religion and 
the Profeffors of it; whereof fome are 
made the Entertainment of the Company 
by thefe facetious Scoffers, and expos’d as 
Perfons fetter’d with Prepoffeffions, and 
biafs'd by Notions of Vertue, deriv’d from 
Education and the early Inftru€tions of 
canting Parents. Others are reprefented 
as indebted for their Piety to the Preva- 
lency of the Spleen, and an immoderate 
mixture of Melancholy in their Complexi- 
on, which, fay they, give to the Mind a 

. fuper- 
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religious Chimeras, frightful Phantomes 
of Guilt, and idle Fears of imaginary 
Punifhments ;° while others are ridicul’d 
as Men of a cold and phlegmatick Com- 
plexion, without Spirit and native Fire; 
who derive, fay they, their Vertue, 
not from Choice or Reftraint of Appe- 
tite, but from their deadnefs and in- 
difpofition. to Pleafure; not from the 
Power of their Reafon, but the Weaknefs 
of their Paffions. It would be endlefs to 
enumerate the various Ways which the 
atheiftical Wit and merry Libertine em- 
ploy, to take off all Veneration of Reli- 
gion, and expofe its Adherents to publick 
Derifion. This is certainly the greateft 
Abufe of Wit imaginable. In all the 
Errors and monftrous Productions of Na- 
ture, can any appear more deform’d than 
a Man of Parts, who employs his admi- 
rable Qualities in bringing Piety into Con- 
tempt, putting Vertue to the Blufh, and 
making Sobriety of Manners the common 
Subject of his Mirth ; while with Zeal and 
Induftry, he propagates the malignant 
Contagion of Vice and Irreligion, poifons 
his Friends and Admirers, and promotes 
the Deitrudtion of his native Country ? And 
if thefe foolifh Wits and ingenious Mad- 
men could reflect, they would foon be 

con- 
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convine’d, that while they ate enged 
againft Religion they hurt themfelves; 
and that Wit and Humour thus mifap. 
ply’d, will prove but a wretched Com. 
penfation for their want of Vertue. 


In_ this Place I crave leave to tranferibe 
fome Paflages relating to this Subje&t, from 
the Writings of a good Judge of Wit, and 
as great a Mafter of it as perhaps any 
Nation ever bred, I mean Archbifhop 7%. 
lotfon ; * 1 know not how it comes to pafs, 
“* fays. be, that fome Men have the For- 
“ tune to be efteem’d Wits, only for jeft- 
** ing out of the common Road, and for 
“ making bold to fcoff at thofe things, 
** which the greateft Part of Mankind re- 
** verence —. If Men did truly confult 
“* the Intereft, either of their Safety or Ree 
“ putation, they would never exercife 
“ their Wit in fuch dangerous Matters. 
“ Wit is a very commendable Quality, 
“ but then a wife Man fhould have the 
“ keeping of it. It isa fharp Weapon, 
“ as apt for Mifchief as for good Purpo- 
“ fes, if it be not well manag’d: The 
“ proper ufe of it is to feafon Converfa- 
* tion, to reprefent what is Praife-worth 
“ to the greateft Advantage, and to expole 
“ the Vices and Follies of Men, fuch things 
“as are in themfelves truly ridiculous : 

* * Put 
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*« But if it be apply’d to the Abufe of the 
“ graveft and .moft ferious Matters, it 
“ then lofes its Commendation. If any 
“ Man thinks ke abounds in this Quality, 
“and hath Wit to fpare, there is foope 
** enough for it within the Bounds of Re- 
* ligion and Decency ; and when it tran 
“ greffeth thefe, it degenerates into Info- 
* Jenceand Impiety — And afterwards: A 
“ fharp Wit may find fomething in the 
“ wifeft Man, whereby to expofe him to 
“ the Contempt of injudscious People. The 
“* graveft Book that ever was written, 
“ may be made ridiculous, by applying 
“ the Sayings of it to a feolith purpofe, 
“ for a Tet may be obtruded upon any 
“ thing; and therefore no Man ought to 
“ have the lefs Reverence for the Prin- 
* ciples of Religion, or for the Holy Scrip- 
“ tures, becaufe idle and profane Wits can 
* break Jefts upon them. Nothing is fo 
“ eafy, as to take particular Phrafes and 
“ Expreffions oft of the beft Book in the 
“ World, and to abufe them, by forcing 
* an odd and ridiculous Senfe upon them. 

And in another place, having mention’d 
the moft proper Objects of Wit, he thus 
expreffes Fimfelt, “This I fay on 
“ purpofe to recommend to Men a nobler 
*“« Exercife for their Wits, and if ie be 
“ poffible, to put them out of Conceit 

4“ wit 
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“’ with that fcoffing Humour, which is fo 
eafy and fo ill-natur'd, and is not only 
“an Enemy to Religion, but to every 
“ thing elfe that is wife and worthy ; and 
Tam very much miftaken, if the State 
“ as well as the Church, the Civil Go- 
‘“¢ vernment as well as Religion, do not 
“ in a fhort {pace find the intolerable In- 
convenience of this Humour.” 


n~ 
al 


Tuo the Perfons addicted to this im- 
pious Folly, expofe the facred Myfteries 
of Chriftianity, and make its Votaries 
the common Topick of their Raillery, 
it cannot thence be concluded, that they 
are certain that thofe whom they thus de- 
ride, as whimfical, ftupid, and deluded 
Men, have not the leaft Reafon to fup- 
port their Religious Principles and Prac- 
tice; for if they were fure of this, they 
would treat fuch unhappy Perfons as Men 
rob’d of their Senfes, with Tendernefs and 
Compaffion; for none will allow fuch di- 
ftemper'd Minds to be proper Subjects of 
Ridicule and Derifion: But thofe, who 
attentively obferve the Manner and Air of 
thefe jefting Libertines, when they laugh 
at Vertue, will fee plainly their licentious 
Mirth fprings from other Principles ; either 
from this, That the Example of many Per- 
fons, who in earne{t embrace and profefs 

t the 
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the Articles of Religion, continually di- 
fturbs their Opinion of therifelves, and 
ercates fevere Mifgivings arid Diftruft in 
their Minds, left their Notions about Re- 
ligion fhould not be trie, when they ob- 
ferve, that many Perfons of eminent Parts, 
fuperior Reafon and Erudition, maintain 
with Zeal quite contrary Sentiments; or 
elfe it proceeds ftom their Hatred of Men 
of Vertue, founded in the Diffimilitude of 
Difpofitions and Manners, and Difagree- 
ment in Intereft, Employments and De- 
figns; or from an Envy of their great Me- 
rit, innocent Life, and worthy ACtions, 
which from the ptevailing Power of their 
own vicious Inclinations, they are unable 
to “imitate ; for after all their Raillery and 
Expreflions of Contempt, Vertue has that 
native Luftre and amiable Appearance, 
that will compel Men fecretly to efteem 
it, even while they deride the Poffeflors 
of it. Such is the Pride and Vanity of 
degenerate Nature; that loofe Men will 
always endeavour to level the eminent 
CharaCters of religious and fober Perfons, 
and reduce them to the inferior Degree of 
their own: And for that end, they will 
labour to fink the Opinion and Eiteem of 
any Excellence or Merit, to which them- 
felves can make no Pretence. While they 
cannot equal the bright Example of Ver- 
tue 
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tue in others, they ftrive to fully or efface 
it, and by turping it into Ridicule, make 
it feem rather the Difhonour and Defor- 
mity, than the Beauty and Perfettion of 
the Mind: And if they can difgrace Re- 
ligion and fubvert all moral Diftinction, 
Men will be valu’d only for their intel- 
leGtual Endowments, and then they ima- 
gine they have gain’d their Point, fince 
the Superiority of Wit, as they fuppofe, 
is on their Side. Thefe feem to me the 
genuine and natural Caufes, why Men of 
great Parts and extraordinary Wit, but of 
loofe Principles and immoral Lives, who 
above all others affect Popularity and gafp 
after Applaufe, take fo much Pleafure, with- 
out the leaft regard to Modefty and De- 
cency, ia a Chriftian Country to mock 
Religion and jerk with fpiteful Satire Men 
of Vertue and inoffenfive Behaviour. 


Wit is likewife mifapply’d, when ex- 
ercis’d to ridicule any unavoidable Defects 
and Deformities of Body or Mind; for 
fince nothing is a moral Blemifh, but as 
it is the Effect of our own Choice, no- 
thing can be difgraceful but what is voe 
luntary, and brought freely upon. our 
felves; and fince nothing is the proper 
Object of Raillery and Ridicule, but what 
is fhameful, ic muft be a Violence to Rese 

on 
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fon and Humanity, to reproach and ex- 
pofe another for any thing that was not in 
his Power toefcape. And therefore to make 
a Man contemptible, and the Jeft of the 
Company, by deriding him for his mifhapen 
Body, ill figur’d Face, ftammering Speech, 
or low Degree of Underftanding, isa great 
Abufe of ingcnious Faculties. 


Nor is it a lefs criminal Ufe of this 
Talent, when it is exercis’d in lafcivious 
and obfcene Difcourfes. The Venom is 
not lefs, but more infeftious and deftruat- 
ive, when convey’d by artful Infinuation 
and a delicate Turn of Wit; when im- 
pure Sentiments are exprefsd by Men of 
a heavy and grofs Imagination, in direct 
and open Terms, the Company are put out 
of Countenance, and naufeate the Coarfe- 
nefs of the Converfation : but a Man of 
Wit gilds the Poifon, dreffes his wanton 
Thoughts in a beautiful Habit, and by 
flanting and fide Approaches, poffeffes the 
Imagination of the Hearers, before his 
Defign is well difcover’d ; by which means 
he more effectually gains Admiflion to the 
Mind, and fills the Fancy with immiodeft 

eas, 


_ Notutine can be more ill-manner’d, 
or difagreeable to Perfons of Vertue and 
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Sobriety of Manners, than wanton and ob- 
fcene Expreffions ; on which Subjeét the 
excellent Archbifhop Tillorfon has the fol- 
lowing Paragraph: “ Nothing that tref- 
“ pafles upon the Modefty of the Compa- 
“ ny, and the Decency of Converfation, 
“ can become the Mouth of a wife and 
“ vertuous Perfon. This kind of Con- 
verfation would fain pafs for Wit among 
fome fort of Perfons, to whoin it is ac- 
ceptable; but whatever favours of Rude- 
nefs and Immodefty, and Ill-Manners, is 
very far from deferving that Name ; and 
they that are fober and vertuous cannot 
“ entertain any Difcourfe of this kind, 
“ with Approbation and Acceptance. A 
well bred Perfon will never offend in 
“this way. And therefore it cannot but 
be efteem’d as an Affront to modeft 
Company, and a rude prefuming upon 
their Approbation, impudently taking it 
for granted, that all others are as lewd 
“ and diffolute as tliemfelves.” 
Mew of finer Spirits do likewife abufe 
their Parts, as well as mifapply their Time, 
when to gain Applaufe and increafe their 
Popularity, they run, without Diftin@ion, 
into Company, and by too great Conde- 
{cention and falfe Humanity, mingle in in- 
ferior and unworthy Affemblies; where 
delight- 
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delighted with the filly Approbation of 
ignorant Laughers, they fhine forth in a 
great Effufion of Wit and Humour; by 
which they make themfelvescheap, if nor 
contemptible in the Opinion of wife and 
difcerning Perfons. Men of fingular Wit, 
like Women of great’ Beauty, fhould ne- 
ver be unguarded; for if not endow’d 
with a decent Refervednefs, a modeft Air, 
and a difcreet Behaviour, they fink in their 
Value, and by appearing in all Places, and 
becoming common and familiar, lofe, in a 
great meafure, their Honour, and the Opi- 
nion of their Merit. It is a meretricious 
Proftitution of Wit, when the Pofleffors of 
it can deny no Addrefles, and refufe no 
Invitations and Appointments, but fuffer 
themfelves to be fhown at every Enter- 
tainment: Befides the gratifying of their 
Vanity, by a conftant purfuit of Approba- 
tion and Praife, which is the Spring whence 
this Prodigality of Parts and wafte of fa- 
cetious Humour chiefly arife;, it is evi- 
dent, they {pend a great deal of Time, of 
which a wife Man can give no Account, 
while Wit, which fhould in its proper 
place, renew and revive the Spirits for 
ufeful Employment, becomes a continu’d 
Diverfion, and makes everlafting Idlenefs 
the Bufinefs of Life. 
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It is pity that a Man of fine Spirit 
and a fertile, as well as delicate Imagi- 
nation, fhould think himfelf engag’d in 
high Converfation, when he is only em- 
ploy’d in che loweft Affairs thar concern 
Mankind. His Poft is of the fame Kind, 
and but the next in Order above that of 
Players on Inftruments, admirable Voices, 
excellent A€tors on the Stage, and famous 
Dancers ; whofe Province is only to amufe 
and recreate; and is therefore far below 
theirs, who are either bufied in govern. 
ing the State, defending their Country, 
improving the Minds, or relieving the Bo- 
dies of other Men. 


Hence the Labours of the meanelt 
Perfons, that conduce to the Welfare and 
Benefit of the Publick, are more valuable, 
becaufe more ufeful,than the Employments 
of thofe, who apply themfelves only, or 
principally, to divert and entertain the 
Fancy; and therefore muft be as much 
preferable to the Occupation or Profeffion 
of a Wit, as the Improvement and Hap- 
pinefs of Men is to be regarded above their 
Mirth and Recreation. I allow, that the 
Talents of thefe ingenious Men are very 
much to be efteem’d in their proper place; 
that is, as they unbend the Mind,, relieve 

the 
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the Satiety of Contemplation and Labour, 
and by the Delight which they give, re- 
freth the Spirits and fit them for the Re- 
turns of Study and Employment: But then 
it muft be granted, that, as I have faid, 
this is the meaneft, as being the leaft be- 
neficial Province in which our intellectual 
Facultits can be engag’d; and therefore 
thefe ‘facetious Men can only claim the 
higheft Rank among thofe, who are In- 
ventors or Minifters of Pleafure, and pro- 
vide Amufements and Recreations for the 
Bufy and the Wife. 


I wourp illuftrate what I have affert- 
ed by the following RefleGtion. Dome- 
ftick Fowls, the Hen, the Turkey, and 
Goofe are preferable, as more ufeful, to the 
finging Bitd, and the Parrot. The Ox, 
that ploughs the Field and brings home 
the Harveft, the Horfe, the Mule, and even 
the ftupid Afs, that carry their Owners, 
or their Goods and Merchandize, are more 
to be regarded than the Hound, the Lap- 
Dog, and various other Animals that feem 
to have been created only for our Plea- 
fure and Amufement: And the Reafon of 
this is very evident, Mankind may be very 
happy, and States and K ingdoms may re- 
main in a flourifhiug Condition, tho there 
were no fuch diverting Creatures in the 

P 4 World: 
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World: And from the fame Confideration, 
Men, tho of a lower Station, who are 
not only beneficial, but neceffary to the 
Well-being of Human Societics, are of far 
greater Importance, and therefore deferve 
more Efteem than thofe, who only are 
fubfervient to our Recreation; for the 
World may ftill fubfift, and continue in 
very comfortable Circumftances without 
One, but not without the other: And ’tis 
eafy to name fome learned and powerful 
Communities, the Envy and Terror of 
their Neighbours, who tho they abound 
in Men of good Senfe and diligent Appli- 
cation to Bufinefs, yet have few Wits and 
Jefters among them to make them merry. 


Tue Truth of what I have afferted 
will farther appear, if we refle& that ge- 
nerally Men of a plain Underftanding and 
ood Senfe, but of great Induftry and Ca- 
pacity for Bufinefs, are in all Governments 
advanc’d to Pofts of Truft and great Em- 
ployments in the State, while meer Wits 
are regarded as Men of the loweft Merit, 
and accordingly are promoted to the mean- 
er and lefs profitable Places, being look’d 
on, by reafon of their Inapplication and 
volatile Temper, as unfit for a higher Sta- 
tion. 
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ANOTHER pernicious Abufe of Wig 
is that which appears in the Writings 
of fome ingenious Men, who are fo hardy 
as to expofe from the Prefs the moft 
venerable Subje&ts, and treat Vertue and 
Sobriety of Manners with Raillery and 
Ridicule. Several, in their Books, have 
many farcaftical and fpiteful Strokes at 
Religion in general, while others make 
themfelves pleafant with the Principles of 
the Chriftian. Of the laft kind this Age 
has feena moft audacious Example in the 
Book intitul’d, .4 Tale of a Tub, Had 
this Writing been publifh’d in a Pagan or 
Popifh Nation, who are juftly impatient 
of all Indignity offer’d to thé Eftablifh’d 
Religion of their Country, no doubt but 
the Author would have receiv’d the Punifh- 
ment he deferv’d. But the Fate of this 
impious Buffoon is very different ; for in 
a Proteftant Kingdom, zealous of their 
Civil and Religious Immunities, he has 
not only efcap’d Affronts and the Effects 
of publick Refentment, but has been ca- 
refs'd and patroniz’d by Perfons of great 
Figure and of all Denominations. Vio. 
lent Party-Men, who differ’d in all Things 
befides, agreed, in their Turn, to fhew 
patticular Refpect and Friendfhip to this 
infolent Derider of the Worfhip of his 

Country, 
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Country, till at laft the reputed Writer is 
not only gone of with Impunity, but tri- 
umphs in his Dignity and Preferment. I 
do not know, that any Inquiry or Search 
was ever made after this Writing, or that 
any Reward was ever offer’d for the Dif- 
covery of the Author, or that the infa- 
mous Book was ever condemn’d to be burnt 
in Publick: Whether this proceeds from 
the exceffive Efteem and Love that Men 
in Power, during the late Reign, had for 
Wit, or their defe&t of Zeal and Concera 
for the Chriftian Religion, will be deter- 
min’d belt by thofe, who are beft ac- 
quainted with their Character. 


But the moft extenfive Abufe of Parts 
and Ingenuity, appears in the loofe Pro- 
ductions of our Writers to the Stage. It 
was the Complaint of the celebrated Wit 
of Spain, Michael de Cervantes, before-cited, 
that the Comedies in his Time were not 
only extravagant and monftrous in their 
Contrivance, but tikewife the Exemplars 
of Vice and Reprefentations of Lewdnefs: 
But had the Plays in Spain, at that Time, 
been as Immoral and Unchafte as the daily 
Entertainments of the Brztib Theatre, 
which have a manifeft Tendency to vitiate 
the Tafte of the People, fill their Imagi- 
nations with obfcene Ideas, and their Lives 

* with 
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with Levity, Idlenefs and Luxury; I fay, 
if that great Man, whofe. Judgment was 
equal to his admirable Genius, had feen 
Religion and Vertue fo derided, and Mo- 
defty, Refervednefs, and Decency fo ine 
fulted and expos’d, his Zeal for the Honour 
of his Country, and his Love of Mankind, 
would have animated him to have attack’d 
the Comick Poets with the fame Spirit, 
with which he affaulted the prevailing 
Folly of his Age, the Romantick Atchieve- 
ments of Knights Errant ; his Wit and good 
Senfe would have made thofe merry Au. 
thors as odious for poifoning the People 
with their loofe and immoral Writings, as 
he made the others ridiculous for their ex- 
travagant and idle Tales. 


No doubt a Comedy may be fo con- 
triv’d, that it may at once become delight- 
ful, and promote Prudence and Sobriety 
of Manners; that is, when the Charaéters 
are well chofen, juftly delineated, and 
every where diftinguifh’d ; When the vas 
tious Manners are exactly imitated and 
carry’d on with Propriety and Uniformity ; 
when the principal Action contains an in- 
ftru€tive Moral, and all the Parts in a re- 
gular Connexion, Dependance and Pro- 
portion, illuftrate and fupport each other, 
and have a manifeft Influence on the main 

Event; 
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Event ; When the Incidents are well ima- 
gin’d, and refult from the Manners of the 
Dramatick Perfons, when the Turns are 
furprizing, the Knots or Obftru€tions na- 
tural and unconftratn'd, and the unravel- 
ing of them, tho unforefeen, yet free and 
eafy; and when the Diction is pure, pro- 
per and elegant, as well as chafte and in- 
offenfive to the modeft and vertuous Hear- 
ers. So regular and beautiful a Piece as 
this cannot but greatly pleafe and divert, 
as well as inftruct the Audience. Nor ts 
it, I imagine, from. want of Knowledge 
of the Rules of Writing, nor of fufficient 
Genius, in which this Nation abounds, that 
fo few Comedies, diftinguifh’d by thefe 
Perfections, have been produc’d: But this 
Defect arifes partly from this, that the 
Comick Poets are often Men of loofe Man- 
ners, and therefore unlikely Perfons to un- 
dertake the Promotion and Encouragement 
of Vertue, of which they have no Tafte, 
and to difcountenance Imprudence and 
Immorality, when by doing fo, they muft 
expofe their own Charaéter to derifion ; 
tho fometimes it may happen, that a loofe 
Poet as well as Preacher, merely from his 
juft Manner of Thinking, and his Senfe 
of Decency in forming Difcourfes be- 
coming his Chara€ter, may entertain the 
Audience with laudable Performances. 

T ANo- 
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ANOTHER, and the chief Caufe of 
the Immorality of the Theatre, is the ill 
‘Tafte of the People, who, notwithftand- 
ing they have applauded feveral clean and 
regular Ttagedies, fuch as thofe which 
have of late appear’d that are worthy of 
the greateft Commendation, efpecially Cato 
and the Plays for the moft part of Mr. Row, 
as great a Genius fot Tragedy as any Na- 
tion in any Age has produc’d, yet ftill fte- 
quent and encoutage the loofeft Comedies. 
It happens, that the greateft part of Men of 
Wit and Humour, who not being eafy in 
their Fortunes, work for the Stage, and 
are Day-Labourers to the Mufes, lie un- 
der a Neceflity of bringing thofe Pro- 
ductions to Market, which are in Fafhion, 
and therefore vendible ; while others, tho 
of ever fo much greater Value, would be 
turn’d back upon their Hands; nor would 
the Actors, who live by their Employ- 
ment, as the Comick Writers do 6 
theirs, undertake to reprefent an Ynno- 
cent, and much lefs a Comedy of yer 
higher Merit. ; 


Tuo feveral Affaults have been made 
upon the Comick Poets in Fafhion, and 
many Batteries have been rais’d againft 
the Theatre, yet hitherto they have prov'd 

unfuc- 
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‘unfuccefsful ; the Stage is become Impreg- 
nable, where loofe Poets, fupported by 
Numbers, Power, and Intereft, in Defi- 
ance of all Rules of Decency and Vertue, 
ftill provide new Snares and Temptations 
to feduce the People, and corrupt their 
Manners. Notwithftanding the earnett 
Crics of this great City, that importune 
thefe Writers to reform the Theatre, and 
no longer to infe€t her Youth, and draw 
their Inclinations from their Profeffions 
and Employments ; notwithftanding the 
Sighs and Tears of many once flourifh- 
ing, but now difconfolate Families, ruin’d 
by the diffolute Lives of their chief Branch- 
es, who loft their Vertue by frequenting 
the fatak Entertainments of the ‘Fheatre; 
notwithfanding the wife and fober part of 
the Kingdom earneftly follicit them to 
{pare the People, ro ftop the {preading 
Plague and ftay the deftroying Pen, they 
pertevere with intrepid Refolution and in- 
exorable Cruelty, eo poifon the Minds, and 
ruin the Morals of the Nation. 


THe great Archbifhop Ti//ot/on has fet 
our prefent Theatre in a true Light in his 
Difcourfe upon Corrupt Communication: 
“¢ I fhall only fpeak a few words concern- 
“ ing Plays, which as they are now or- 
“ der’d among us, are a mighty Reproach 
“ to the Age and Nation. To 
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“To fpeak againft them in general, 
may be thought too fevere, and that 
which the prefent Age cannot fo well 
brook, and would not perhaps be fo 
jult and reafonable; becaufe it is very 
poffible they might be fo fram’d and go- 
vern’d by fach Rules, as not only to be 
innocently diverting, but inftru€ting and 
ufeful, to put fome Vices and Follies out 
of Countenance, which cannot perhaps 
be fo decently reprov’d, nor fo effe@tu- 
ally expos’d and correCted any other 
way. But as the Stage now is, they are 
intollerable. and not fit to be permitted 
in a civiliz'd, much lefs a Chriftian Na- 
tion. They do moft notorioufly mini- 
fter both to Infidelity and Vice. By the 
Profanenefs of them, they are apt to in- 
ftil bad Principles into the Minds of 
Men, and to leffen that awe and reve. 
rence which all Men oughe to have for 
God and Religion: and by their Lewd- 
nefs they teach Vice, and are apt to in- 
fet the Minds of Men, and difpofe 
them to lewd and diffolute Pra€tices. 


“ Anp thereforeI do not fee how any 
Perfons pretending to Sobriety and Ver- 
tue, and efpecially to the pure and holy 


“ Religion of our Bleffed Saviour, can, 


* with 
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“ without great Guilt, and open Contra- 
“ diction to his holy Profeffion, be prefent 
“ at fuch lewd and immodett Plays, much 
“ lefs frequent them, as.teo many do, who 
‘ yet would take it very ill to be fhut out 
“ of the Gommunion of Chriftians, as 
“ they would moft certainly have been in 
‘the firft and pureft Ages of Chriftia- 
6 nity.” 


“~~ 


n 


Anp not only wife and fober Men have 
declar’d their deteftation of the Immora- 
lity of the Stage, but eminent Poets them- 
felves, who have written the moft ap- 
plauded Comedies, have own’d, that the 
Theatre ftands in great need of Reftraints 
and Regulation, and wifh’d that Plays 
were compil’d in fuch an inoffenfive Man- 
ner, that not only difcreet and vertuous 
Perfons of the Laity, but a Bifhop lime 
felf, without being fhock’d, might be pre- 
fent while they were acted. Mr. Dry- 
den has, up and down in his Prefatory 
Difcourfes and Dedications, freely aecknow- 
lede’d the Loofenefs of our Dramatick En: 
tertainments, which fometimes he charges 
upon the Countenance given to it by the 
diffolute Court of King Charles the Secorid, 
and fometimes upon the vitiated Tafte of 
the People. In his Dedication of Fuvenal, 
made Englifb, to the late famous Earl of 
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Dorfet, he thus befpeaks him; “ As 4 
‘¢ Counfellor bred. up in the Knowledge of 
the Municipal and Statute Laws may 
“ honeftly inform a juft Prince how fat 
“ his Prerogative extends, fo I may beal- 
“ Jow’d to tell your Lordfhip, who by 
“ an indifputed Title are the King of Pos 
“ ets, what an Extent of Power you have, 
“ and how lawfully you may exercife it 
“ over the petulant Scriblers of the Age. 
“ As Lord Chamberlain, you are abfoluté 
“ by your Office, in all that belongs to the 
“ Decency and good Manners of the Stage ; 
“ You can banifh thence Scuirility and 
“ Profanenefs, and reftrain the licentious 
“ Infolence of the Poets and their Actors, 
“ in all things that fhock the publick Quiet 
“or the Reputation of private Perfons, 
“ under the Notion of Hamour?’ Hence 
it evidently appears, that Mt. Drydes look’d 
on the Decency of the Stage tobe violated 
in hisTime, by licentious and infolent Po- 
ets; and I wifh I could fay, that there is 
lefs Reafon of Complaint in ours: In a 
Copy of Verfes, publifh’d in one of the 
Volumes of the Mifcellany Poems, the 
fame celebrated Author inveighs dgainft 
the Lewdnefs and Pollutions of the Stage 
in the ftrongeft Expreffions that can Be 
conceiv’d; and in his latter days, when 
his Judgment was more Mature, he con- 
demns 
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demns all his loofe and profane Writings 
to the Flames, which, he fays, they juftly 
deferve: Which is not only a free and 
ingenious Confeffion of his Fault, but a 
confiderable Mark of Repentance, and 
worthy to be imicated by his Succeffors, 
who have broken in upon the Rules of 
Vertue and Modelty in the like manner. 


Tio all Men of Vertue, who wifh well 
to Mankind, and are zealous for the Hap- 
pinefs of their Country, cannot but ob- 
ferve the m.fchievous Effe€ts of thefe li- 
centious Dramatick Compofitions, yet they 
will find ic very difficult to fuggeft an 
effectual Remedy for the Cure of fo obfti- 
nateanEvil. The ingenious Spaniard men- 
tion’d before, for ftopping the Progrefs of 
this contagious Lewdnefs in his Country, 
propos’d to the Government, that an Offi- 
cer or Infpeftor might be eftablifh’d, wich 
Authority to perufe and correct the Poet’s 
Writings, and that ao Comedies fhould be 
prefented to the Publick without his Li- 
. cence and Approbation. 


But if this would have been fufficient 
to have prevented or remov’d this hurtful 
Practice, the Britifb Nation would long 
fince have had no reafon to complain on 
this Subject. We have Officers intrulted 

wit 
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with this ufeful and important Power, and 
are able, if they pleafe, to hinder the 
{preading of the Infection, by not permite 
ting fuch noxious Produtions to appear in 
Publick: But whether thofe Infpettors 
have had a true Tafte and Judgment them- 
felves, or have diligently apply’d them- 
felves to the Reading and Amending the 
Comedies put into their Hands. for their 
Approbation, or whether they comply with 
the Importunity of the A@ors, who tell 
them, that fuch is the Difpotition of the 
Audience, that no Plays of that kind will 
appear beauti‘ul, if they are ftrip’d of 
thofe Envbellifhments and Ornaments of 
Wit, which fome morofe and unfafhion- 
able People {tile impure and, obfcene, and 
that to leave out thofe ingenious Strokes 
and Heightnings of Fancy, and put into 
the Mouths of the Ars. only good Senfe 
and modeft and clean Expreflions, is to 
clear and refine our Comedies from the 
moft entertaining and delightful Parts: 
Perhaps they aflure them, that the Audi. 
ence will endure no Reformation of the 
Stage, and that it were altogether as ad. 
vifeable to fhut up the Doors of the Play. 
Houfe, as to attempt a Regulation of the 
Pleafures and Diverlions of it. 
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But tho Men who love their Country, 
born down with aTorrent of profane Liber- 
tines, Perfons without Tafte and Diftin@tion 
of Vertue and Vice, have almoft defpair’d of 
feeing the Comick Poets reform’d, and the 
exorbitant Liberties of the Stage reftrain’d 
within the Limits of modeft Language and 
decent Behaviour, yet now their Hopes 
revive, and they promife to themfelves a 
fudden and effectual Reformation of thefe 
Abufes, fince the Government has plac’d 
fo worthy a Perfon at the Head of the 
Adors, and given him ample Authority 
to rectify their Errors: What a happy Re- 
volution, what a regular and clean Stage 
may juftly be now expefted? How free 
from all fordid and impure Mixtures, how 
innocent, as well as diverting, will our 
Comedies appear, when they have been 
corrected and refin’d by fuch an accom- 
plifh’d Direétor of the Dramatick Poets? 
One that has a true and delicate Tafte, and 
who is fenfible of the Indecencies and hurt- 
ful Nature of our Plays; who has engag’d 
his celebrated Pen, in defiance of fneering 
Wits and powerful Libertines, on the Side 
of Vertue, and has propagated the Efteem 
of Morals, Humanity, Decorum and So- 
briety of Manners; who with great Spi- 
rit, Genius, and Courage, to his lafting 
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Honour, has publickly expos'd the Abfur- 
dities, Vices, and Follies, that {tain and 
difgrace the Theatre; in which Cenfure 
he has not fpar’d his own Performances : 
One who has exprefs’d a warm Zeal on 
this Subje&t, and declar’d his generous In- 
tention, if it were in his Power, to cleanfe 
thefe polluted Places, and not to fuffer a 
Comedy to be prefented but what kad paft 
a fevere Examination, and where all things 
which might fhock a modeft Ear, or be 
look’d on as repugnant to good Manners, 
might be expung’d. 


Bu if thefe fair Expe€tations fhould be 
blafted in the Bloom, and notwith{tand- 
ing the vigorous Efforts which will be 
made by this Reformer, Immorality fhall 
maintain its ground and keep Pofleffion of 
the Theatre, fome other Expedients may 
be fuggefted to pracure a Regulation. It 
might, perhaps be defirable, that a few 
Perfons of Importance, Men of Learning, 
Gravity, and good Tafte, might be com- 
miffion’d by Authority, as 4 Check upon 
the A€tors, to cenfure and fupprefs any 
Dramatick Entertainments that fhall offend 
againtt Religion, Sobriety of Manners, or 
the Publick Peace; and all Perfons fhould 
be encourag’d to fend them fuch loofe or 
profane Paflages which they hear from the 
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Stage, or read in the printed Plays: Nor 
will ic be lefs expedient, that they fhould 
be inftru&ted to perufe the Plays already 
publifh’d, and which are now publickly 
ated, and to expunge all offenfive and cri- 
minal Mixtures, that hereafter they may 
become a clean and innocent Divertion. 
Befides, this End would the more effe€tu- 
ally be accomplifh’d, if the Writers of 
Comedy, Farce, and Interludes, were re- 
warded and fupported by Means indepen- 
dent on the A€tors: For while the Poets, 
who write for a Maintenance, are paid by 
the Theatre, they will be under a great 
Temptation to write as defir'd and di- 
rected by the Adtors, which was the Com- 
plaint of Cervantes above-cited, concern: 
ing the Comick Poets of Spain. The 
Actors, we may fafely conclude, are not 
reftrain’d by fuch rigorous Precepts of Ver- 
tue, but chat chey will always be inclin’d ta 
prefent thofe Performances which will belt 
fill the Houfe and promote their Intereft ; 
and therefore they will readuy humour 
the vitiated Tafte of the Audience, by 
ating the mott immoral Plays, while 
they find their account in doing fo: And 
that which confirms this Obfervation is, 
that they never, as far as I have heard, re- 
jetted any Comedy merely for its Loofe- 
nets, tho I believe they have refus'd many 
or 
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for want of that entertaining Quality. 
Now were the Comick Writers provided 
of a Subfiftence fore other way, they 
would be deliver’d from the Neceffity of 
complying with their Actors, by writing 
fuch Plays as they fhall befpeak, or at 
leaft approve, as the mott likely to invite 
a profitable Audience. 


Ir would prove an effeGtual Remedy 
for this Evil, if the Ladies would difcoun- 
tenance thefe loofe Comedies, by expref- 
fing their diflike, and refufing to be pre- 
fent when they are ated: And this no 
doubt they would do, were they inform’d, 
that the Comedies which they encourage 
by their Appearance at the Theatre, are 
full of wanton Sentiments, ob{cene Allu- 
fions, and immodeft Ideas, contain’d in 
Expreflions of a double Meaning: for it 
cannot be imagin’d they would bear with 
Unconcernedne{s, much le(s with Pleafure, 
Difcourfes in Publick, which they deteft 
as unfufferable in private Converfation, 
if they knew them to be unchalt. And 
fhould the Ladies affert their Efteem of 
Vertue, and declare openly on the Side 
of Modefty, the molt attractive Beauty of 
the fair Sex, as certainly they would do, 
if they underftood how much thofe amia- 
ble Qualities have been expus’d and affront- 

Q4 ed 


232 Mn Essay 


ed by our moft eminent Comick Poets; 
this would lay the Ax to the Root, 
and at one Blow deftroy this pernicious 
Practice; for after this, what Writer 
would tranfgrefs the Rules of Decency 
and Purity of Expreffion, when he knows, 
that by his immodeft Mixtures he fhall 
fright the Ladies from the Houfe ? 


It would be another effeCtual Means 
to redrefs the Grievance of the Stage, if 
the Clergy could be prevail’d upon to 
condemn from the Pulpit and the Prefs, 
as well as in their Converfation, the un- 
juftifable Entertainments of the Theatre ; 
would they infift upon it, and urge it as 
a neceffary Duty of the People to avoid 
thefe Occafions, and at leaf Appearan- 
ces of Evil; would they fhew them, 
that by frequenting thefe unwarrantable 
Diverfions, they rush into Snares, court 
Temptatian, and invite others to follow 
their criminal Example: would they fet 
before them the Hazard of playing on 
the nice and dubious Limits of Inno- 
cence, and adventuring to the utmoft Ex- 
tent of Vertue and the Frontier of Vice, 
there would be great hopes of ftemming 
this {trong Tide of Iniquity. And this 
is no more than the indifpenfable Ob- 
ligation, which our Divines are under, 

whofe 
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whofe proper Province it is to warn the 
People of their Danger, and to prefs 
them earneftly to Ay from it. This ve- 
nerable Order have, by folemn Engage. 
ments, fet themfelves apart, as fpiricual 
Guidgs, to point out the fatal Rocks and 
treacherous Sands to their Neighbours, 
that they may not make Shipwreck of 
Modefty and Innocence, and plunge in- 
to the Depths of Irreligion and Vice: 
Nor is it obvious, why thefe Reverend 
Teachers, by their Silence and Neutrali- 
ty, fhould give Profanenefs and Immora- 
lity fuch fair Play, as if the Controverfy 
between the Stage and the Pulpit were 
compremis’d, and the Poets and the Priefts 
were engag’d, as indeed they ought to 
be, in the fame good Defigns, Interefts, 
and Purfuits. It is certain, that this 
Mildnefs, and friendly Behaviour of the 
Clergy to the Comick Writers, cannot a- 
rife from any Refpeé&t or handfome Ufage 
which that facred Order has met with 
on the Theatre, where they have been 
fo often jerk’d and expos’d in fuch a 
manner, that their Divine Funétion has 
been wounded through their Sides, 


Tue Clergy lie under fuch manifett 
Obligations to attack publick Immorali- 
ty, wherever it is found, and by what- 

foever 
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foever Patrons of Power, Dignity, and 
Intereft it is fhelter'd and fupported, thar, 
as I have fuggelted, it is not eafy to ima- 
gine whence their Lenity and Tender- 
nefs for the Theatre can proceed. But if 
the true Reafon of it, whatever it is, 
and which is fo hard to be accounted for, 
were remov’d, and our Divines would in- 
tereft themfelves with Zeal in the Caufe 
of Vertue, in refpeét to our Dramatick 
Entertainments, as they efpoufe and de- 
fend it in all other Inftances, I cannot 
believe that the Stage, without a Regu- 
lation, would be able to ftand, when bat- 
terd with Vigor from the Pulpit. The 
Poets and Players would foon find them- 
felves oblig’d to reftrain their licentious 
Condu&, reform the Theatre, and pre 
fent to the Town, if not inftruCtive, at 
leaft inoffenfive and unfhocking Diverfi- 
ons. And it is very defirable, that this 
Expedient were fet on foot, that the Ho- 
nour of the Englifh Theatre may be re- 
triev’d ; that while we juftly boaft of 
our Priority in Wit and Humour to our 
Neighbours, we may not be oblig’d to 
acknowledge the great Inferiority of our 
Comedies, in refpect of Cleannefs and mo- 
ral Beauty ; that we may not be re- 
proach’d, that while we profefs a Re- 
torm’d and pure Religion, we encourage 

an 
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an immodeft and unreform’d Theatre, and 
that we are very defettive in the Prac- 
tice of Vertue and Regularity of Man- 
ners, while thefe Abominations are in- 
dulg’d, and thefe unhallow’d Groves and 
High Places of Immorality are frequented 
without Difturbance. 
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Nimium rifus pretiam of fi probitatis impendio conftat. 

Quint. 

Laughter is bought too dear, if ir be at the ex+ 
pence of honeity. 


HAVE lately read, with tiuch pleafure, 
the Effays upon feveral fubjects publithed 
y Sir Richard Blackmore; and though I agree 
with him in many of his excellent obferva- 
tions, I cannot but take that reafonable free- 
dom, which he himfelf makes ufeé of, with 
regard to other writers, to diffent from him in 
fome few particulars. In his reflexions upon 
works of wit and humour, he obferves how 
nequal they are to combate vice and folly; 
and {éems to think, that the fineft rallery 
and fatire, though directed by thefe generous 
views, never réclaitned one vicious man, or 
made one fool depart from his felly. 

This is a pofition very hard to be contra- 
dicted, becaule no Author knows the number 
or names of his converts. As for thé Tathr's 
and Specfators in particular, which até obliged 
to this ingenious and ufeful Author for the 
character he has given of them, they were fo 
generally difperfed in fingle theets, and have 

X 2 fince 


323 


334 


The FREE-HOLDER. N°4s 


fince been printed in fo great numbers, that it 
is t6 be thoped they have made fome profe- 
lytes to the interefts, if not to the practice of 
wifdom and virtue, among fuch a multitude 
of readers. 

I need not remind this learned Gentleman, 
that Socrates, who was the greateft propagator 
of morality in the heathen world, and a mar- 
yr for the Unity of the Godhead, was fo 

amous for the exercife of this talent amon 
the politeft people of antiquity, that he gained 
the name of (¢"Eipov) the Drele. 

There are very good effects which vifibly 
arofe from the above-mentioned performances 
and others of the like nature; as, in the firft 
place, they diverted rallery from improper 
objects, and gave a new turn to ridicule, 
which for many’ years had been exerted on 
perfons and things of a faered and ferious 
nature. They endeavoured to make mirth in- 
ftructive, and, if they failed in this great end, 
they muft be allowed at leaft to have made it 
innocent. If wit and humour begin again. to 
relapfe into their former licentioufnefs, th 
can never hope for approbation from thofe 
who know that rallery is ufelefs when it has 
no moral under it, and pernicious when it at- 
tacks any thing that is either unblameable or 
praife-worthy. To this we may add, what 

as beeh commonly obferved, thet it is not 
difficult to be merry on the fide of vice, as 
Serious objets are the moft capable of ridicule ; 
as 
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as the party, which naturally favour fuch a 
mirth, is the moft numerous; and as there are 
the moft ftanding jefts and patterns for imita~ 
ton in this kind of writing. 

In the next place: Such produdtions of wit 
and humour, as have a tendency to expefe 
vice and folly, furnith ufeful diverfions to all 
kinds of readers. The good or prudent man 
may, by thefe means, be diverted without 

rejudice to his difcretion, or morality. Ral- 
ery, under fuch regulations, unbends the 
mind from ferious ftudies and feverer con~ 
templations, without throwing it off from its 
proper bias. It carries on the fame defign 
that is promoted by Authors of a graver turn, 
and only does it in another manner. It alfo 
awakens reflexion in thofe who are the moft 
indifferent in the caufe of virtue or know- 
ledge, by fetting before them the abfurdity of 
_fuch practices as are generally unobferved, by 
reafon of their being common or fathionable: 
Nay, it fometimes catches the diffolute and 
abandoned before they are aware of it: who 
are often betrayed to laugh at theméelves, and 
upon reflexion find, that they are merry at 
their own expence. I might farther take 
notice, that by entertainments of this kind, a 
man may be chearful in folitude, and not be 
forced to feck for company every time he has 
@ mind to be merry. 

The laft advantage I.thall mention from 

compofitions of this nature when thus onan’ 
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ed, is, that they thew wifdom and virtue are 
far from being inconfiftent with politenefs and 
good humour: They make morality appear 
amiable to people of gay difpofitions, and 
refute the common objettion againft religion, 
which reprefents it as only fit tor gloomy and 
melancholy tempers. It was the motto of a 
Bifhop very eminent for his picty and good 
works in King Charles the Second's reign, Jn- 


fervi Deo & latare, ‘ Serve God and be chear~ 


‘ ful.’ Thofe therefore who fupply the world 
with fuch entertainments of mirth as are in- 
ftruétive, or at leaft harmlefs, may be thought 
to deferve well of mankind ; to which I fhall 
only add, that they retrieve the honour of 
polite learning, and anfwer thofe four Enthu- 
fiafts who affeét to ftigmatize the fineft and 
moft elegant Authors, oth ancient and mo- 
dern, (which they have never read) as dan- 
gerous to religion, and deftruétive of all found 
and faving knowledge. 

Our nation are fuch lovers of mirth and 
humour, that it is impoffible for detached 
papers, which come out on ftated days, either 
to have a general run, or long continuance, 
if they are not diverfified and enlivened from 
time to time, with fubjects and thoughts, ac- 
commodated to this tafte, which fo prevails 
among our countrymen. No periodical Au- 
thor, who always maintains his gravity, and 
does not fometimes facrifice to the Graces, 
muft expect to keep in vogue for any confi- 
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derable time. Political {peculations in parti- 
cular, however juft and important, are of fo 
dry and auftere a nature, that they will not 
go down with the public without frequent 
feafonings of this kind. The work may be 
well performed, but will never take, if it is 
not fet off with proper fcenes and decorations. 
A mere Politician is but a dull companion, 
and, if he is always wife, is in great danger of 
being tirefom or ridiculous. 

Befides, papers of entertainment are necef- 
fary to increafe the number of readers, efpe- 
cially among thofe of different notions and 
principles; who by this means may be be- 
trayed to give you a fair hearing, and to know 
what you have to fay for yourfelf. I might 
likewife obferve, that in all political writings 
there is fomething that grates upon the mind 
of the moft candid reader, in opinions which 
are not conformable to his own way of think- 
ing; and that the harfhnefs of reafoning is not 
a little foftned and {moathed by the infufions 
of mirth and pleafantry. 

Political {peculations do likewife furnith us 
with feveral objects that may very innocentl 
be ridiculed, and which are regarded as fach 
by men of fenfe in all parties; of this kind 
are the paffions of our States-women, and the 
reafonings of our Fox-hunters. 

A Writer who makes fame the chief end 
of his endeavours, and would be more defirous 
of pleafing than of improving his readers, 
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